Suckling and serum prolactin and LH concentrations in lactating rats.
The frequency of pup sucking behaviour was related to serum concentrations of prolactin and LH in rats during various phases of lactation. Sucking frequency and prolactin levels decreased and LH levels increased as lactation progressed. There was no clear relationship between sucking frequency and either prolactin or LH levels. Serum prolactin concentrations were highest when the rats spent most of their time away from their pups and lowest when the rats spent most of their time with the pups attached to their nipples. Prolactin was secreted episodically during prolonged continuous nipple stimulation. Removal of the pups in late lactation and replacement with a newborn litter increased sucking frequency but did not affect serum LH levels and only marginally increased serum prolactin levels. Injection of the dopamine receptor antagonist domperidone produced a far more pronounced release of prolactin from the pituitary gland in early than in late lactation. A circadian control mechanism and an episodic pattern of release may contribute to the great variation in serum prolactin concentrations seen in early lactation; decreased pituitary sensitivity to dopamine receptor blockade may be related to the low concentration of serum prolactin found in late lactation.